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Introduction
What is Food Sovereignty?
Food sovereignty is a concept developed in 1996 by La 
Via Campesina, the International Peasant’s Movement. 
Food sovereignty is the right of communities to 
control the means of their food system (Via 
Campesina, 2003). 
Why is Achieving Food Sovereignty Important?
Currently, large corporations control much of our food 
system (Paredes and Edwards, 2018). These 
corporations prioritize profits instead of paying farmers 
fair prices, or workers fair wages. They support 
industrial agriculture, one of the leading causes of the 
climate crisis, rather than small farmers (Zinn, 2015). 
If we can have more community control of food, then 
our food systems will be more economically and 
environmentally resilient. 
Motivation for this Research
My experience as a Clark student living in Worcester 
made me curious about what food sovereignty would 
look like in an urban environment. Historically, the 
food sovereignty movement has been based in rural 
peasant communities in the global south (Paredes 
and Edwards, 2018). But urban communities also deal 
with issues of food insecurity. This prompted my 
research question: How do Worcester residents 
understand food sovereignty, and what would a 
food sovereign Worcester look like?
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Methods
Participants
Over the course of three months in 2020, I interviewed 
10 individuals connected with the Worcester food 
system. These individuals worked for organizations 
including the Worcester Food Policy Council, the 
Regional Environmental Council, SproutChange, Many 
Hands Organic Farm, 350 Central Massachusetts, the 
Worcester Regional Food Hub, Mutual Aid Food Pantry, 
Mustard Seed Catholic Charities, and Saint John’s Food 
Pantry. 
Interview Procedures
Participants were contacted via email and phone. I then 
conducted 45-minute semi-structured phone and zoom 
interviews with participants. Interview questions 
included; How do you understand the concept of food 
sovereignty? And, In your opinion, where lies the 
biggest potential for Worcester to have more food 
sovereignty in the future? My study was reviewed and 
approved by the Clark IRB. 
Analysis
Interviews were de-identified, transcribed, and coded by 
theme. Themes were then grouped into 5 larger topic 
areas, which I have summarized in the following section. 
Interview Highlights
Clark University and Food Sovereignty
I asked interview participants, what can Clark do to promote more food 
sovereignty in Worcester? 
• Some participants said that Clark can promote food sovereignty through 
internal change. Some said that Clark’s dining hall could purchase more 
local food. Others said that students could be allowed to use dining dollars 
at local Worcester restaurants. Some participants said Clark should better 
address student food insecurity. 
How Has COVID Impacted the Worcester Food System?
• In light of the COVID pandemic, achieving food sovereignty is more critical 
than ever before. I asked my interviewees how they see COVID impacting 
the food system. 
• Some pointed out that COVID has exacerbated economic inequalities 
between individuals, as well as widened inequality between small 
businesses and restaurants, and corporate giants such as Amazon. 
• Some said that COVID is revealing. It has revealed how we undervalue the 
labor of certain stakeholders in the food system, such as grocery workers 
and farmers. 
Looking to the Future
Limitations of Study
Nearly all of my participants worked or volunteered 
for Worcester non-profits or food-related 
organizations. In the future, it will be important to 
interview residents who are directly impacted by 
food insecurity, and ask them about their 
understanding of food sovereignty and visions 
for the Worcester food system.
Ideas for Further Research
The conversations I had with my participants 
prompted many ideas for further research for Clark 
students, including…
• Participatory action research on how to better 
involve food insecure individuals in food policy 
and decision-making in Worcester.
• Mapping the formal and informal networks that 
exist between small food producers, restaurants, 
and non-profits in Worcester. 
• Researching food-storage and food-processing
capabilities in Worcester. One interviewee 
mentioned that lack of such facilities is a barrier 
that prevents Clark from sourcing more local 
food. 
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Community Understandings of Food Sovereignty versus 
Food Justice
• In the USA, food justice is a more commonly used term than food sovereignty. 
To document community member’s visions for a better food system, I wanted to 
see how they understood these terms. 
• Many of my participants related food sovereignty to ideas of ownership, 
autonomy, and freedom, whereas they attributed food justice to ideas of access, 
equality, and advocacy work. 
According to two of my interviewees…. 
Are Non-profits in Worcester Achieving Food Sovereignty?
• Often, non-profits are evaluated on their ability to reach a certain service provision 
goal. We may not consider the way that they can (or cannot) play a larger role in 
the movement for food sovereignty.
My interviews highlighted some of the ways that Worcester organizations are 
promoting food sovereignty…
• The Worcester Food Hub is connecting rural food producers, urban consumers, 
and restaurant owners to create a more community-controlled food system.
“Food sovereignty includes the ability to…purchase and cook foods that are 
nourishing and culturally appropriate...[and] for people to have ownership over the 
way that food is produced and transported and for that system to serve people 
and not profit” (Interview 1) 
• The Regional Environmental Council’s YouthGrow program 
allows teens to have leadership and agency in REC’s food 
initiatives.
• SproutChange is helping Worcester residents to take 
ownership of their health and food choices by teaching 
them to grow permaculture gardens and cook nutritious 
recipes.
Theories of Change, and Visions for the Future of the Worcester Food System
I asked participants what they thought needs to happen for Worcester to be more food sovereign. The main spheres in which interviewees thought change 
needs to happen were within the government, within education, and within Worcester non-profits. 
• Some participants said that Clark can promote food 
sovereignty in the greater Worcester community. 
They said that student volunteers should be 
committed to long-term relationships and work with 
Worcester nonprofits. Others pointed out Clark could 
offer resources (e.g.; classroom space, money) to 
initiatives in the city. Finally, some participants said 
students and faculty can perform research that helps 
the city of Worcester, such as resiliency planning. 
• For some local farms, COVID has 
helped business, as more people are 
avoiding grocery stores and instead 
signing up for CSAs. In some cases, 
COVID has added extra layers of cost to 
distributors of local food, due to PPE and 
cleaning requirements.
“Food justice… [is] the belief that all communities, 
regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 
cultural background, [or] income level, deserves to be able 
to access good food in a dignified way” (Interview 4) 
• Finally, some participants said that the most important step to 
achieving food sovereignty is for Worcester non-profits to change 
their organizational structure, by involving more directly impacted 
people at the decision-making table. Others said that there needs 
to be more collaboration between non-profits in Worcester. 
• Some participants said that there needs to be more government 
funding for initiatives like the Healthy Incentives Program 
(HIP). The Healthy Incentives Program reimburses SNAP 
participants 100% when they buy fresh fruits and vegetables 
from farmers markets, farm stands, and mobile markets (Healthy 
Incentives Program, n.d.). 
• Others said that educating individuals about healthy choices 
and local foods is critical, and said that change can be 
consumer-led. 
